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-  Recent demographic trends show a steady increase of consensual unions in most 
Western European Countries. However, there is a good deal of diversity across 
countries in the prevalence of cohabitation. 
-  Current literature has documented the selection pr cess which takes place trough the 
transition to cohabitation and marriage and that fac ors associated with a higher 
likelihood of forming a cohabiting couple differ according to the current diffusion of 
cohabitation. 
-  We explore current characteristics and differences between cohabiting and married 
couples across thirteen European countries. 
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2.- Data, Hypothesis and Methods 
-  The empirical research is based on the eight waves of the European Community 
Household Panel (ECHP), from 1994 to 2001. 
-  The main hypothesis is: the indicators associated with propensity to cohabit are 
fundamentally different from the indicators associated with the propensity to 
marry. 
-  Logistic regression is used to explore explanatory variables associated with the 
likelihood of individuals within a partnership who are cohabiting instead of being 
married. 














Proportion of consensual unions
1. Men’s Age
2. Country
3. Children aged <10 (live at home) 4. Age difference between sexes
5. Tenancy
6. Economic model within partnership
7. Year of observation
8. Educational homogamy










- Age is the most important variable in explaining cohabitation. 
- The older the person is, the lower his or her probability of cohabiting as opposed 
to being married. 
 
3.2.- Net effects of the explanatory variables on the odds ratios of being in a 
consensual union instead of in a marriage, keeping other variables constant 
(reference: general pattern) 
 
3.2.1.- Country effect 
- Great differences in the prevalence of consensual unions. 
- Three clusters can be identified:  
a) low levels, Southern Europe and Ireland 
b) high levels, Nordic countries 
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- Cohabiting entails lower probability of having children at home (aged less than 
ten years). 
- Only in Denmark there are no substantial differences b tween not having and 
having just one child (interaction effect with country). 
 




- The effect of the age gap between partners has a “U” form: it was more likely to 
be a cohabiting couple when the age gap between part ers was very high. 
- This pattern is registered in all analysed countries. 
 
3.2.4.- Tenancy effect 
- Homeownership appears to be associated with lower cohabitation. 
- Belgium is an exception to this pattern: there are no differences between owners 





0 0,5 1 1,5 2
Female 0-2 years
younger
Male 3-5 years younger
Female 3-5 years
younger
Male 5 + years younger
Female 5 + years
younger










- The high odds of being in consensual unions were fo th se partnerships where 
females are de main breadwinners. 
- More unstable and unfavourable couple’s economic situations (i.e. both 
unemployed) that were included in the “others” category, was also associated with 
cohabitation. 
- There are great interactions effects with country: in Denmark, only male earners 
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4.- Concluding remarks 
- Cohabiting couples have very distinct features and show large variance in terms of 
occurrence across Western European countries: are rath r low in Ireland and Southern 
countries and rather high in countries such as Denmark, Finland and France. 
- Cohabitation is chosen by young adults, is more cmmon among couples with large age 
differences, normally brings fewer children than marital unions, is associated with renting 
and to “atypical” family economic models. 
- These patterns are registered in almost all countries analysed. 
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